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ENGLISH VERB INFLECTION 
Charles F. Hockett 


[Editorial note: In 1937 the present Editor outlined a classifi- 
cation of English verb forms and verb-phrases that he discussed 
informally with a number of colleagues. In the summer of 1939 he 
found that Hockett and Eugene Nida had each independently arrived 
at very similar classifications. In the spring of 1941 Hockett, in 
the course of preparing material for teaching English to Latin 
Americans at the University of Michigan, prepared the draft of this 
article as a ‘preliminary statement’. The Editors have made a few 
changes in wording, and some condensations to shorten the paper for 
SIL, but it is otherwise unchanged. Phonemic transcriptions between 
// are for Hockett’s dialect.—G.L.T. ] 

§1. gnglish verbs can be divided, on the basis of differentiation 
of form, into three main classes: the copula /bij/, with greatest 
differentiation; the modal_auxiliaries /kan, mist, .../ which have 
least differentiation; and all others. 

Taking into account also some functional (syntactic) differenti- 
ations, we may present the classification in the following table, 


identifying each form by a symbol to be used in all that follows; 


vr (root) /oij/ /sij/ /glow/ /kan/ /mést/ 
Vr (non-finite root-form) /oij/ /sfj/ /gldow/ — — 
ve (common form) . /ahr/ /sij/ /gldow/ — — 
vis (1st sing.) /dm/ /s{j/ /gldow/ — — 
v3s (3rd sing. ) | /iz/ /sijz/ /gloéowz/ — — 
Ving (non-finite -ing-form) /b{jin/ /sfjin/ /glowin/ — —— 
vpe (past common) /wér/ /sdh/ /gléwa/ /kid/ — 
vp13s (past ist-&-3rd sing.) /wéz/ /sdh/ /gléwd/ — — 
Ved (non-finite -ed-form) /bin/ /sijn/ /glowa/ — — 

§2. Certain of the morphological forms of verbs do not occur 
alone as predicators. These may be termed the non-finite forms: 
Vr, Ving, and Ved. 
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Based on the collocation of the other forms of: a verb with a 
subject of various persons and numbers, four finit @ te nse -modes may 
be recognized: 

The present tense-mode: a second person or a first or third per- 
son plural subject, with form vc; a first person singular subject 
with form vis; a third person singular subject with form v3s: 
/it-glowz, aj-sf{j, wij-d&hr/. The modal auxiliaries do not have this 
tense-mode. 

The past tense-mode: a first or third person singular subject 
with form vp13s, or a subject of any other person and number with 
form vpc: /it-glowd, Aj-soéh, wij-wér/. The modal auxiliaries might 
be said to have this mode, but a different analysis is perhaps more 


efficient. 
The subjunctive tense-mode; any subject with form vr: /if-aj- 


bij/. This is rare except with the modal auxiliaries, which have 
only this tense-mode and the next. It is distinctive for all sub- 
jects with the copula; with other verbs it is distinguished from 
the present only in third person singular. 

The unreal tense-mode: any subject with form vpe: /if-aj-wsr/. 
The unreal is differentiated from the past only for first and third 
person singular; the modal auxiliaries may be said to have this 
tense and not the past; verbs in general lack this tense because 
there is no formal criterion to distinguish it from the past. 

93. The description of morphological regularity and irregularity 
may begin conveniently with vr. 

Vr is like vr except that the modal auxiliaries lack it: they 
are /kdn, méj, $41, wil, mést, 6ht/. 

ve is the same as vr for all verbs except the copula /bij/, 
which has /dhr/; the modal auxiliaries do not have this form. 

vis is the same as vr for all verbs except the copula, which has 
/4m/; the modal auxiliaries lack this form, 

§4. Form v3s is derived from vr by adding the suffix -/z/, with 
some phonetic modifications. The regular modifications are that if 
vr ends in /s z § % & §/ the vowel /a/ (/e/:'or /i/ in some dia- 
lects) is inserted before the suffix; if vr ends ends in a voice- 
less consonant other than /s 8 ¢/ the /z/ is changed to /s/: /kdt: 
kéts, sij:sijz, kdé:kdtéaz/. But four verbs have irregular changes 
of vr before ‘the addition of the suffix: /bij:iz, duiw:ddz, séj:séz, 
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hav:haz/, The modal auxiliaries lack this form. 

_ §5. Ving is in all cases completely regular: the suffix -/iyg/ is 
added to vr: /bij:bfjig, duw:duiwin, sdwnd:sd4wniiy/. The modal auxil- 
iaries lack this form, ; 

§6. vpl3s differs from vpe only for the verb /bi{j/, which. has 
/wdz/. The modal auxiliaries lack this form. ; 

§7. Forms vpe and ved are for the vast majority of verbs identi- 
cal, and are formed by adding -/d/ to vr, with certain regular 
changes: if vr ends in /t a/ the vowel /a/ (/e, i/) is inserted be- 
fore the ending; if vr ends in a voiceless sound other than /t/ the 
/a4/ is changed to /t/: /briwd:briwdad, béjt:béjted, féjz:féjad, 
pas:past/. 

But there are something under two nundred irregular verbs; they 
can best be treated together for vpc and Ved, even where the two 
are different; this table groups them according to formation of Vad, 

1.°Ved lacking (the modal auxiliaries): 

‘1.1 vpe formed with the regular suffix, with stem change: /méj: 

m&jt, $41:d%a, wil:wid, kan: kia/. 

1.2 vpe missing also: /mést, éht/. 

2. Ved present but irregular; R means that the form given alter- 

nates’ with’ the regular formation; other options are specific- 
ally stated: 

(2,1 vpe and Ved alike; = with regular suffix, but with stem 

changes: /arijm:arémt®, £51: 261t, kijp:képt, krijp:krépt, 
mi jn:mént, slijp:slépt, swijp:swépt, lfjv:1éft, dfjl:aélt, 
wijp:wépt, nfijl:nélt®, 1f£jp:1épt®, kifjv:kléft (‘eut’; R 
‘stick to’), liwz:léhst, bénd:bént®, pfla:bf1t, 1éna:1ént, 
sénd:sént, spéna:spént, efld:gf1t(*®—<ms), géra:e¢6rt(®—ws], 
pérn:Bérnt®™,: awél:awélt®, 14rn:1érnt®, smé1:sméit®, spéi: 
spé1t®, spfi:spiit®, spdjl:sp6j1t®, rénd:rént, séj:964, 
flij:fléd, hir:hérd, sél:séwld, té1:téwld, hav:hdd, méjk: 
méja, baj:béht, brfy:broht, kdé:kéht, tijé:tédnt, ofnk:edht, 
sijk:séht, bijsijs:bijsént*,. , 

2.2 Ved formed without the regular suffix: 

2.21 Ved formed with no suffix: 2.211 Ved like vr: 2.2111 Ved 
like vpe: /b4érst, hért, hit, kdst, két, kéhst, 1ét, pit, 
sét, spsét, spréd, 4st, nit. (Ved xr), swét®, rfa®, séa®, 
slf{t, split, Ordst, wét, sréa®/, 2.2112 Ved not like vpc: 
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/rén:ran, kém:kéjm, bijkém:bijkéjm, Swver-k4m:dwver-kéjm/. 
2.212 Ved not like wr: 2.2121 Ved like vpe: 2.21211 formed 
by vowel change only: /fajt:fdht, gét:gdht, lajt: :1it% 
~ ‘ gléjd:slfa, mijt:mét,; plf{ja:b1éa, r{ja:féa, 1fja:1éa, haar 
 péd, brija:bréd, spijd:spéd, sit:sdt, $f{t:Sat [or 2.2111—WJ], 
spit:spdt (or 2.2111), Siwt:ddht, héwld:héld, bijhdéwld:bij- 
héld, wi9-héwld:wi@-héld, bdjnd:bdwnd, fdjnd:fdwnd, grajna: 

} erawnd, wajnd: wawnd , dig:asg, klin:klip, spfin:spén, stik: 

| stsk, swiy: swéy, win:wén, flfy:flsy9, rfg:r4p (wring), slfy: 
$15y, slink:sligk, stig:stéy, strin:stréyn, hag:hdy (R ‘exe- 

) cute’), strajk:strék, Sdjn:S6wn, wéjk: :wowk®, swéjk:awéwk®/. 
[Note:The last two verbs are hopelessly confused in most dialects. 
As intransitive vr are used: /wéjk, awéjk, ewéjkan/; intransitive 
vpe /wowk, awéwk, wéjkt, awéjkt, wéjkend, awéjkond/; intransitive 
Ved /wéjkt, awéjkt, wéjkand, awéjkand/; transitive vr /wéjk, wéjken, 
ewéjken/; transitive vpe /wowk, wéjkt, wéjkend, awéjkend/; transi- 
tive Ved /wéjkt, wéjkand, awéjkend/. The frequencies differ; proba- 
bly some usages are omitted. [To these I can add Ved /wowkean, 
awowken/ from Ontario speech, and my own Ved /wowk/. Apparently 
some forms are restricted to the formula /*-s5p/.—M.J.]] 

2.21212 formed by vowel and consonant changes: /stand:stua, 

; wié- stand: wie- stud, dndar-stdnd:3ndar-stud/. 2.2122 Ved and 
vpe different; both by vowel changes: /bijgin: bijgdn:bijgén, 
drink:ardyk:dréyk, rfy:réy:rsg, sfin:sdgi:ssy, sink: sayk:s3yk, 
sprig:sprdy:sprsy, swim:swdm:swim, Srigk:$rdayk: Srsgk, stink: 
stdgk:stégk [or 2.21211—MJ]/. 

2.22 Ved formed with. the suffix -/(a)n/: 2:221 Ved formed by 
adding this suffix to vr: 2.2211 vpe regular: /séw: séwd: sown 

“(sew and sow), méw:méwd :méwn[ ® —mJ }, &éw:d owa : S6wnf ®—wu J, 
séh:s6hd:sdhn*, striw:striwd: :striwn®,: njiw:hjuwa: Hjdwn®/. 

2.2212 vpe like vr: /bijt:bijten (or bijt {?+MJ})/. 2.2213 
vpe “irregular, by: vowel-change: /bléw: bldw: ‘bléwn,* grow: griiw: 
eréwn, ndw: niw: néwn, Ordw:@ruiw:Ordwn, sléj: sliw: sléjn; droh: 
driw:aréhn, wi0-daréh:wi0-driw:wi@-dréhn, “f£6hl:fé1: fénlon, 
bijfohl: bijfél:bijfénlen, bid: bdd:bfden (or pid: bia: :bfa), 
forbid: farbdd:farbfden (ditto), giv:géjv:given, fargiv, far- 
eéjv:fargiven, {jt:éjt:ijten, sij:séh:sijn, Séjk: Suk: $éjkean, 
téjk: tuk: téjken, fér-séjk:f6r-suk:f6r-séjken, bijtéjk: bij- 


R 
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tuk: bijtéjken, mistéjk:mistik:mistéjken, péhrtéjk:partik: 
pahrtéjken/. 2.222 Ved formed by adding this suffix to vpc, 
-which is formed by vowel. change from vr: /bajt:bit:bitan, 
hajd:hfd:hiden, bér:bér:bérn, forbér:fdrbor:forbérn, swér: 
swor:sworn, [forswér:fdrswér:fdrsworn—WMd J, tér: tér:tdrn, 
wér:wor:worn, [Awt-wér;:a4wt-wér:awt-worn—MJ J], bréjk:broéwk; 
bréwkan, ¢uwz:tdéwz:t6wzen, frijz:frowz:fréwzen, spijk:spdéwk: 
spowken, stijl:stdwl:stdéwlen, wijv:wowv:wowven, gét:gaht: 
gahten (or gdht [Restricted to perfectic with meaning ‘pos- 
sess’ or ‘have [to]’; or perhaps this word ought to be clas- 
sified as a particle, not a verb.—MJ]), fargét:fargaht:far- 
gdhten, tréd:trdhd:trdhden (or traéhd), ldj:1éj:1éjn/. 2.223 
Ved formed by change of form and addition of -/(a)n/: 2.2231 
vpe regular: /swél:swéld:swéwlean/. 2.2232 vpe formed by 
vowel change: /drdjv:dréwv:drfven, fldj:fluiw:fldéwn, smajt: 
sméwt:smitean, strajd:stréwi:stridan,. strajv:stréwv:strivan, 
erdjv:e@réwv*:erfvan", rdjd:rdowa:rfden, rdjt:rdwt.riten, 
rajz:rowz:rfzen, ardjz:ordwz:arizan. 2.2233 vpe with regular 
suffix, irregularly added: /duw:did:dién/. 2.2234 vpe. by sup- 
pletion: /géw:wént:gdéhn, for-géw:fdr-wént:for-géhn, bij: wir: 
bin/. 

$8. [Here the Biitors have omitted a second outline based on the 
formation of vpe, and referring, under each vpe formation, from the 
various Ved formations to the proper subdivisions of §$7.] 

§9. The predicator of a clause is sometimes a single word, in 
which case it is a finite form of a verb; at other times it is a 
phrase, in which case the first member of the phrase is a finite 
form of one of a small number of verbs, which we may call auxilia- 
ries, and. the following members are non-finite forms of auxiliaries 
or of non-auxiliary verbs; the last verb of the verb-phrase, what- 
ever the number of aeons may be termed | the main_verb. 


-_——=— = = eo-s = 
oe 


of types, which are herein described: 
The passive. This consists of a form of the auxiliary /b{j/ [or 


ss 


/gét/?—MJ] and Ved of the main verb: I’m seen [, I got caught—MJ]. 
“abe intensive. This consists of a finite form of the auxiliary 


ss 
sess SS 





a as 
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next verb. The seueie progressive consists of a form ot /bij/ plus 


—— st == 
= 


/bij/ plus the Ving “ the auxiliary /b{j/ plus Ved of the main 
verb: I’m seeing, I’m being seen. The simple passive and the simple 
progressive both participate in larger constructions, wes the pas- 
sive progressive is found only as given above. ' 

The perfectic: a form of the auxiliary /nav/: plus the Ved of 


what follows, Thus there are: simple perfectic: I've seen; perfectic 
ype vapsinrad’, I’ve been seeing; pertectic repeere: I’ve been seen. 














finite fowdi ) plus the root-form Vr of what follows: simple modal 
I_can see; modal passive I can be seen; modal progressive I can be 
seeing; perfectic modal I may have seen; perfectic modal passive 
I may have been seen; perfectic modal progressive I may have been 
seeing. 

These thirteen types and the simple finite forms are all the 
types of entirely verbal phrases that are used. Many others, not 
discussed here, use not Vr, but Vr preceded by /tiw/~ oes 

















self, but of its poet tien relative to the sentence as a whole, par- 


ticularly relative to the subject. 
The direct order places the subject first, then the entire verb- 


Seasst== 
SS SS 





The ‘tenable order pogndede the subject after the finite verb, the 


—.- 2 


rest of the verb-phrase thereafter. It does not occur only in ques- 
tions, but the easiest short examples are such: did he see the cat? 





= = = = = === — 
2 SSS 


same position in which /naht / occurs; the negative status is that 
of any clause which does contain such a negative adverb. Thus IL 
don’t like it, doesn’t he like it? are negative status, but I go 


there never is not negative status, even though it is negative, 








Since the adverb is in the wrong position. 

Verb-phrases containing /bij, hav, duw/ or a modal auxiliary as 
the finite member are found in inverted order clauses and in nega- 
tive status clauses of both orders. When /duw/ is used not as aux- 
iliary, but as the main verb, it is found only in direct order af- 
firmative status. /oij/ and /hdav/, used as main verbs, are found in 
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both orders and statuses, but /hdv/ only rarely in negative or in- 
verted. (Do you have any? is commoner than Have you any?) 

The normal negative or inverted equivalent of an affirmative 
statement uses the interisive construction (with no intensive force 
at all, of course): I go there, I don’t go there, don’t I go there? 
/oij/ as main verb is not found in such constructions. But verbs in 
general do occur in inverted order in certain types of phrases: 
away ran John, here comes Charlie. 

§11. Not all the possible permutations of the forms given are 
found, The verb-phrase may assume any tense-mode for which the fi- 
nite member has the suitable forms: the subjunctive is hardly ever 
found with any verb except /b{j/ and the modal auxiliaries; with 
/obfij/ it is very rare. With the modal auxiliaries there are either 
just two tenses, or, in the case of /m$st/ and /éht/, only one. 

The auxiliary /éht/ is used not exclusively in the modal forms 
of other main verbs, but also as a main verb with a dependent 
marked infinitive: he ought to go. Its use as a modal auxiliary is 
almost always in inverted order or negative status. In these con- 
ditions several other verbs are found as modal auxiliaries: /dér/, 
as in he dare not go, dare he go?, past tense rarer; /nija/, he need 
not go; /béter/, he better not go. /bétar/ has just the one form 
and does not occur otherwise as a verb. /nijd/ occurs as an auxili- 
ary only in the present subjunctive, with the form given; as a main 
verb it is regular. /aér/ occurs occasionally in the past tense as 
an auxiliary, usually in the present; as a main verb it is regular 
and complete. /aér/ ana /nijd/ as main verbs can both take a depen- 
dent marked infinitive, like ought, but in addition can themselves 
be a-marked infinitive, which ought never is. 

The Ved is’ used not only in verb-phrases but also as an adjec- 
tive. In fact, compare the Ved /lérnd/ and the adjective /lérnad/; 
except in afew cases the two forms are homonymous. In certain 
cases the analysis of a clause is ambiguous, An apparently passive 
construction which one cannot expand by stating the agent in a con- 
struction with the preposition /bdj/ is always a case of an adjec- 
tive, not a Ved; e.g. he was gone. [The passive with get as auxili- 
ary is unambiguous (he got wounded).—M.J.] 

$12. Modulation. The various members of a verb-phrase may all of 
them bear either contrastive stress, primary, or reduced primary; 
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except that only one will bear contrastive, and usually only one 
would bear primary if there is no contrastive. The finite forms of 
/duw/ occurring in intensive construction as auxiliaries, in af- 
firnative status direct order, have always contrastive stress: do I 
sc there?, don’t I go there?, and I don’t go there, may have /"/, 
/'/, or /“/ on the do, but I do go there will have always /"/, 

But certain of the forms which enter frequently into verb-phrases 
may have zero stress; and when they do they have special reduced 
sandhi forms. Sometimes the modulation affects also the preceding 
word, Those that are regularly reduced are as follows: /iz:z, haz: 
z, hav:v, hdd:d, wid:wed-d, wil:wal~l, ndht:nt, dbr:r, dm:m, wéz: 
wez, wer:wer, kdn:ken, kid:kad, $41:$01, Sud:Sed, mést:mast/. 

The reductions take place in the following circumstances: in di- 
rect order, where the finite verb to be reduced follows the subject; 
in direct order negative status, the /naht/ following the finite 
verb, either the verb may be reduced or the /naht/, but not both, 
In inverted order: the reduced form of /ndht/ may follow the verb, 
with the subject next, or the full form of /ndht/ may come after 
the subject; in inverted order the verb is never reduced. 

‘The reduced forms /z, v, ad, 1, nt/ prefix /a/ if the preceding 
word ends phonemically with a consonant other than a semivowel: 
he’s /hijz/, but the watch’s /dawdhtaz/. But in the case of /z/, if 
the final consonant is a voiceless one other than /s, 8, ¢/ the /z/ 
is changed to /s/: the street’s paved /destrijts-péjvd/. /r/ pre- 
fixes /a/ in all cases except the three forms /wir, juir, dér/, 
which are free alternatives of /wijer, juwar, déjar/. 

The choice between the syllabic forms /wad/ and /wal/ and the 
non-syllabic forms /d/ and /1/ (or sometimes syllabic, since they 
may be /ad, a1/) is apparently free so far as recognizable gram- 
matical factors are concerned. 

Before /nt/ there are seven irregular modifications in the pre- 
ceding element: /diw:déwnt, wil:wownt, 841:S3ant, kaén:kdnt, mist; 
misant/, and the substandard /4m:éjnt/ (which also replaces /izant/ 
or /ahrnt/ sometimes), /dér:ddsant/. These modifications are oblig- 
atory: if the reduced form of /ndht/ is used after.one of the words 


given, the sandhi must oceur. 




















[April 5, 1342] 


Fort Eustis, Virginia 





